The Ancient Worlds of Asia
which the winning owner can scarcely lift. Quickly the seal is broken and we seize its contents, we who never seal our . sacks of silver, and we distribute it amongst the grooms. They are better skilled than we in rubbing down our horses and even m times of famine they need never suffer hunger. The horses stand there, around the tent, hobbled or leaping freely and their neighing rings out through the air." *
The noble sport was enjoyed in the most varied ways: hunting, fishing and bird-catching. Harun was particularly fond of dog and cock fights. These were later to become a favourite form of sport. Tradition has it that he himself introduced the Persian game of horse-croquet, the forerunner of modern polo, archery and i\ game resembling cricket. Cross-bow shooting, lor which lead shot was used, appeared a little later. Chess, already played at the court of the Omayyads, was very popular in Baghdad. Rashid paid the chess-players he kept at his court, and an Arab historian describes a scene where the Caliph played chess on a pleasure-boat during an excursion on the Tigris. The game was always highly appreciated at the court and much later one of the Caliphs is known to have enjoyed watching chess tournaments. For the amusement of the court there were the jesters, clowns and fools and the promoters of cock-fights and ram-fights. These were all paid a regular salary. Many other people were also paid solely to amuse the Caliph by keeping him company and eating with him at table.
The feasti of the Nauruz and the Mihragan were celebrated in Baghdad as they had been in the past in the courts of the Sassanians and the Achaemenians. They were always accompanied by audiences and the exchange of gifts. The custom of exhibiting wild animals during receptions at court was doubt-Irts also ropicd from the Sassanians. It was customary to exhibit lion* at official audiences also. In 966 two Byzantine fftvoyi came to offer peace terms to Caliph Muktadir. An account of the reception ceremony tells how they arrived bearing precious gifts and were welcomed with great pomp. The
* TrMt§l&!«l by A. von Kremer, op. tit. 108 and Syria. 107ns seized. The Barkemids were descended
